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Abstract 
Massive urban land conversion has led to the urgent need to retain and conserve trees. This study attempted to assess 
the local publics’ perceptions on trees in the context of tree retention and urban development. The data collected 
regarding respondents’ gender, age, ethnicity, educational attainment and occupation were tested. Mix responses were 
received from the public where monetary value statement received the least significant result. In conclusion, Kuala 
Lumpur publics support the idea of retaining trees in urban areas.  City Hall of Kuala Lumpur should emphasized a 
comprehensive planning and retaining trees within the jurisdiction by collaborating with the private agencies and 
non- governmental organizations. 
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1. Introduction 
Since gaining independence from Britain, Kuala Lumpur has shown tremendous development under 
the management and administration of Kuala Lumpur City Hall, who act as the responsible local authority 
for the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur. As the capital city of Malaysia, these rapid developments 
signaled a modernized and progressive city with massive changes of physical infrastructure, residential 
areas etc.  The  demand  for  land  has  led  to  the  felling  of  lowland dipterocarp forest on the outskirt of 
the city and in urban areas. 
Local mass media and city dwellers concerned about the rapid development in city areas, knowing that 
this issue will lead to other underlying problems, have pressed the local authority to develop proper 
mitigation measures to balance urban development with tree retention. As a result, in 1984 a structure 
plan which advocates, facilitates and manages the physical development of Kuala Lumpur as well as 
maintaining greenery in urban areas was launched. 
Starting from a small hut built for commercial activities by the tin miner back then in 1859, Kuala 
Lumpur has shown a tremendous development and ever since independence, the development of Kuala 
Lumpur areas has reached almost 70% (LESTARI, 1997a and City Hall of Kuala Lumpur, 2004). 
However, the beginning of the better-planned and controlled land use started in 1960’s when squatter 
areas were redeveloped as business and commercial centres or organized residential areas (LESTARI, 
1997a). Due to Kuala Lumpur’s rapid development, forested, agricultural and ex-mining areas were 
converted into residential, commercial and recreation zones. The land-used changes of Kuala Lumpur 
from 1966 to 2000 are shown in Table 1. 
Table 1.  Kuala Lumpur land-use changes 1966 – 2000. Source: LESTARI, (1997) and City Hall of Kuala Lumpur, (2004) 
 
Type 
% 
1966 1974 1984 2000 
Built areas 
 
Agriculture 
 
Mining 
 
Forest and 
swamp Others  
Undeveloped lands 
33.4 
 
49.7 
 
11.3 
 
3.2 
 
2.4 
 
- 
43.4 
 
42.9 
 
7.8 
 
4.0 
 
1.9 
 
- 
58.7 
 
34.0 
 
6.8 
 
0.3 
 
0.2 
 
- 
76.0 
 
- 
 
- 
 
- 
 
- 
 
24.0 
TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 
As for example, in Table 2, the provision of conducive and better housing for urban dwellers is 
predominantly high for built areas composition in terms of percentage by comparison from 12.0 percent 
in 1984 to 23.0 percent in 2000. The building of new affordable houses such as high-rise flats and low 
medium cost houses by the City Hall of Kuala Lumpur and other private developers seemed to improve 
the percentage of squatters in Kuala Lumpur. It was reported in the Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan that the 
percentage of squatters had declined from 9.0 percent in 1984 to 2.4 percent in 2000 (City Hall of Kuala 
Lumpur, 2004). Apart from major changes of land in building new residential areas, the provision land 
use for open space, recreational and sports facilities also showed a big change in terms of percentage 
(Table 2). This may be due to a massive demand of urban dwellers in searching for alternative places such 
as parks and gardens for releasing their pressures after working long hours and experiencing exhausted 
traffic congestion. To name a few, Taman Tasik Perdana, Bukit Nanas and the Kuala Lumpur City Centre 
Park (KLCC) were important public open spaces and greenery areas, visited by thousands of people from 
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Kuala Lumpur and other places. These green spaces covered approximately 301 hectares of areas (City 
Hall of Kuala Lumpur, 2004). 
Table 2.  Built areas changes by category, 1984 – 2000 (Calculation based from City Hall of Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan Reports, 
1984 and 2004) 
Category 1984 
(%) 
2000 
(%) 
Residential 
 
Commercial  
Industrial 
Institutional 
Open space, recreational and sports facilities 
 
Community facilities 
 
Squatters 
 
Infrastructure and utilities 
 
Uncategorized 
12.0 
 
1.8 
 
0.1 
 
7.0 
 
1.8 
 
3.0 
 
9.0 
 
24.0 
 
41.3 
23.0 
 
5.0 
 
0.2 
 
6.7 
 
7.0 
 
5.7 
 
2.4 
 
26.0 
 
24.0 
TOTAL 100.0 100.0 
 
After gaining independence from the colonial in 1957, Malaysia experienced new dimensions of 
urbanization. Major urban centres such as Kuala Lumpur, Georgetown in Pulau Pinang and Johor Bahru 
in Johor were chosen to be the main destinations of urban ward flows of people from the rural areas as 
there were vacancies left by the British personnel for the commercial, financial and social sub-sector of 
the urban economy (LESTARI, 1997b). The introduction of Five-Year Malaysian Plans, which was 
started in 1966 until the latest Ninth Malaysian Plan (2006 - 2010) and the adoption of New Economic 
Policy at national level in 1970, saw the explosion of urban growth and economic when massive urban 
land of primary and secondary dipterocarp forests were converted into residential areas, infrastructure, 
industrial, commercial areas etc. (Table 1 and Table 2). Due to rapid urbanization of Kuala Lumpur that 
led to the diminishing of green areas, local climate of the urban areas has changed especially the variation 
of temperature, precipitation, climate-air pollution relations etc. (Ahmad, 1981; Sani, 1987; Yaakup et. 
al., 2000 and Ahmad, 2005). Other problems, which associated with major land clearance in urban areas, 
are sedimentation, landslide, flash flood etc. (City Hall of Kuala Lumpur, 2004). Hence, these put 
pressure on the existing vegetation and they need to be conserved or retain for the benefits of the urban 
dwellers (see Table 1 and Table 2) (see Figure 1). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1. Piecemeal developments has adversely affected the quality of streetscapes. Source : City Hall of Kuala Lumpur, (2004) 
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Referring to Table 3 of population growth in Kuala Lumpur and Table 1 for Kuala Lumpur land used 
changes after independence until 2000; the rapid transformation has sacrificed the natural vegetation of 
Kuala Lumpur from luxuriant primary lowland dipterocarp forests, which straddled along low areas into 
remnant of lowland diterocarp forest and vast areas of secondary forests. The Federal Government 
eventually has made the remnant of lowland dipterocarp forest, into gazette permanent reserved forest.  
However, over the years, even the small pocket of gazette permanent forest has to be felled to cater the 
expansion of urban population. The depletion of green areas in Kuala Lumpur is shown in Table 4.  Even 
though City Hall of Kuala Lumpur has come out with a proper guideline of establishing new green areas 
such as parks and open spaces in the vicinity, there were still no preventive measures of how to preserve 
the remaining existing urban greens discussed in the Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan 2020 (City Hall of 
Kuala Lumpur, 2004). 
Table 3. Population growth in Kuala Lumpur, 1901-2000. Source: Lee, (1996) and Department of Statistics,  (2001). 
Year Population 
1901 32,38
1911 46,71
1921 80,42
1931 111,418 
1947 175,961 
1957 316,230 
1970 677,800 
1980 937,875 
1985 1,139,500 
1990 1,550,000 
2000 1,305,792 
 
Knowing that human activities have made the place uncomfortable to live in, efforts has been taken 
through the plantation of urban trees. Trees in cities can play a pivotal role in ameliorating the harshness  
of  urban  living,  and  furthermore  their  multiple  functions  and  benefits  have  been extensively 
reviewed. 
Table 4. Percentage of green areas in Kuala Lumpur. Source: LESTARI, (1997b) and Ministry of Federal Territory, (2000) 
Year Estimated % of green areas 
1950 
 
1966 
 
1974 
 
1985 
 
1988 
 
1990 
 
1994 
 
1996 
 
1998 
60.0 
 
52.9 
 
46.9 
 
34.3 
 
32.0 
 
30.2 
 
29.0 
 
18.5 
 
16.3 
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2. Methodology 
2.1. The Study area 
Kuala Lumpur was chosen as the study area because urban dwellers perceptions on issues pertaining 
tree retention and urban development have not studied before and the values affected their daily lives. 
Kuala Lumpur (Latitude 3°8´N; Longitude 101°44´E) is situated in the Federal Territory of Kuala 
Lumpur, in the west Peninsular Malaysia (Figure 1). The total population of Kuala Lumpur in 2005 was 
estimated 1.6 million people (City Hall of Kuala Lumpur, 2008). The ethnicity compositions were 41% 
Malays, Chineses (39%), Indians (10%) and foreign population at 7%. 
2.2. Data collection  
Data collected were based from methodological framework and application framework. 
Methodological framework can be divided into two, the quantitative section which deals with 
questionnaire surveys and qualitative section for semi-structured interview. However in this paper, the 
quantitative section will be very much of concern. 
Application framework refers to way of collecting data by dividing the area into 13 districts and 19 
neighbourhood centres. About 1,100 sets of questionnaires were distributed to person in-charge at the 
districts and neigbourhood centres.  The person in-charge was briefed by the author and about 50 copies 
of questionnaire were given to the person to be distributed randomly among residents in the areas and 
collected a week after that. The distribution took place from January to April 2005. The returned 
percentages were about 36 percent or 400 questionnaires. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2. The location of Kuala Lumpur. Source: City Hall of Kuala Lumpur, (2008) 
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2.3. Questionnaire survey  
The survey questionnaires contain seven questions. Detail sample of the survey questionnaire is 
included in this paper. The layout of survey question is shown below. 
 
Differences and the impact of demographic profile on Kuala Lumpur public respondents’ on the variables statements 
 
D3.  What are your perception regarding the following statements on urban trees? 
Tick (√) the box that best agrees with your opinion 
 Agree No 
opinion 
Disagree 
a. Tree retention should not inhibit economic 
development 
   
b. Trees removal will increase water and air 
pollution 
   
c. Trees encourage economic investment    
d. Trees boost commercial land values    
e. Trees boost occupancy rates for business and 
private property 
   
f. Trees develop community value of the area    
 
2.4. Statistical analysis   
Chi2 test of association was employed to assess relationships between tested variables in terms of 
frequency of scoring. 
3. Results  
3.1. Background of Respondents    
A total of 400 respondents had responded to the questionnaires distributed to 13 districts and 19 
neighbourhood centres. Out of the figure, 166 (41%) were males and 234 (59%) were female. The 
average age of respondents was between 30 to 39 years old where the youngest respondent was between 
15-19 years old, and the oldest was over 59 years old. Majority (40%) of the respondents attained 
certificates. About 27% of the respondents had their diploma and another 30% of the respondents  
attained  Bachelor  degrees.  Only  3%  of  the  respondents  had  their  second  degree (Master’s degree). 
Most of the respondents are Malays (67%). Chinese and Indian comprised of 21% and 10% respectively. 
The remaining percent (2%) was from ‘other ethnicity’. About 80% of the respondents formed skilled 
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workers group whereas another 20% of the respondents were grouped under professionals (2%), retired 
(5%), housewife (4%), unemployed (2%) and student (7%). 
3.2. Perceptions towards tree retention and urban development     
Table 5 shows the kinds of street trees values that respondents reacted positively or negatively towards 
them.  Results  are  only  presented  for  variables  where  the  Chi2   test  of  association  is significant 
(p< 0.05). 
Table 5. Results for respondents perceptions towards tree retention and urban development statements 
No. Variable statements Gender Age Ethnicity Educational 
attainment 
Occupation 
a. Tree retention should not inhibit economic 
development 
√ √ √ √  
b. Trees removal will increase water and air 
pollution 
  √ √  
c. Trees encourage economic investment  √ √ √ √ 
d. Trees boost commercial land values √ √    
e. Trees boost occupancy rates for business and 
private property 
 √  √  
f. Trees develop community value of the area  √ √ √  
 
Note : √ Significant p-values for Chi2 (X2) test (based on frequency of response) (p  <0.05) 
3.3. Tree retention should not inhibit economic development      
Respondents’ gender, age, ethnicity and educational attainment influenced their perception toward the 
statement (Chi2 test, P<0.05). Respondent’s occupation did not influence their perception on the 
statements (Chi2 test, P>0.05). 
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Table 6 Chi2 test results for respondent’s personal characteristics for ‘Tree  retention should not inhibit economic development’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: Cert. – Certificate, UG – Undergraduate, PG – Postgraduate 
Fig. 3. (Left) Effect of age on respondents’ perceptions towards the statement ‘Tree retention should not inhibit economic 
development’ (sample size (n) shown above bars); Fig 4  (Right) Effect of educational attainment on respondents’ perceptions 
towards the statement ‘Tree retention should not inhibit economic development’ (sample size (n) shown above  bars) 
The older respondent groups showed greater approval than the younger respondents. Teenagers were 
more uncertain about their perception (Figure 3).  
Figure 4 shows that the respondents’ perception on the statement ‘Tree retention should not inhibit 
economic development’ varied significantly according to their level of educational attainment. 
Postgraduate responses should be treated with caution given the small sample size. Quite a high number 
of undergraduate respondents felt uncertain about the statement unlike the lower educational groups.  
3.4. Tree removal will increase water and air pollution      
Respondents’ ethnicity and educational attainment influenced their perception toward the statement 
(Chi2 test, P<0.05). Respondent’s gender, age and occupation did not influence their perception on the 
statements (Chi2 test, P>0.05).  
Table 7  Chi2 test results for respondent’s personal characteristics for  ‘Trees removal will increase water and air pollution’  
 
Tested variables 
 
Chi2 test p-value 
Gender Age Ethnicity Educational 
attainment 
Occupation 
Trees removal will increase water and air pollution   0.019 
 
0.000 - 
 
Tested variables 
 
Chi2 test p-value 
Gender Age Ethnicity Educational 
attainment 
Occupation 
Tree retention should not inhibit economic 
development 
0.017 0.000 
 
0.000 
 
0.000 - 
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All ethnicities agreed with the statement ‘Trees removal will increase water and air pollution’ however 
Malays were mostly likely to agree with the statement (Figure 5 and Table 7). Percentages of ‘No 
opinion’ responses were the highest amongst Chinese’s.  Figure 5 shows that all ethnicities agreed with 
the statement ‘Trees removal will increase water and air pollution’ with ‘other ethnicities’ most likely to 
agree. Highest percentage of disagreement was found amongst Indians.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 5. (Left) Effect of ethnicity on respondents’ perceptions towards the statement ‘Trees removal will increase and air pollution’ 
(sample size (n) shown above bars); Fig. 6. (Right) Effect of educational attainment on respondents’   towards the statement ‘Trees 
removal will increase water and air pollution’ (sample size (n) shown above bars). 
There was a tendency for the lower level of educational attainment respondents (certificate, diploma 
and undergraduate) to agree more with the statement ‘Trees removal will increase water and air pollution’ 
compared to the postgraduate respondents (Figure 6).  
3.5. Trees encourage economic investment       
All respondents’ personal characteristics influenced their perception toward the statement (Chi2 test, 
P<0.05) except the respondent’s gender.  
Table 8. Chi2 test results for respondent’s personal characteristics for ‘Trees encourage economic investment’ 
 
Tested variables 
 
Chi2 test p-value 
Gender Age Ethnicity Educational 
attainment 
Occupation 
Trees encourage economic investment 
 
 0.001 0.023 0.056 0.028 
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Figure 7 shows that ‘Other ethnicity’ are most likely to approve the statement ‘Trees encourage 
economic investment’. Strong uncertain responses were shown by Chinese and Indians. 
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Fig. 7. (Left) Effect of ethnicity on respondents’ perceptions towards the statement ‘Trees encourage economic investment’; Fig. 8. 
(Right)  Effect of occupation on respondents’ perceptions towards the statement ‘Trees encourage economic investment’ (sample 
size (n) shown above bars). 
As can be seen from Figure 8 ‘Unemployed’ respondents were more likely to respond positively 
towards ‘Trees encourage economic investment’ than the other groups. Greater percentages of ‘No 
opinion’ were identified from the ‘Professionals’ and the ‘Student’ groups. Only a few respondents 
disagreed with this statement.  
4. Discussion   
Across the tree retention and urban development statements, ‘Tree retention should not inhibit 
economic development and ‘Trees encourage economic investment’ gathered the most significant 
associations and ‘Trees removal will increase water and air pollution’ and ‘Trees boost commercial land 
values’ received the least associations (Table 2).  
Respondents’ age and educational attainment were two individual characteristics that have most 
significant associations compared to gender, ethnicity and occupation.   
Demographic aspect that demonstrated strong significant difference was respondent’s educational 
attainment. Referring to Table 9, it seemed that the ‘Postgraduate’ group tended to oppose to the 
statement as the percentage indicated higher than other educational attainment groups. Even though, the 
findings looked interesting, this should not be overemphasized, for, as Table 9 proved that only 10 
respondents from the ‘Postgraduate’ group out of 400 respondents in the sample participate in this survey.   
Table 9. Distribution of responses between respondents’ educational attainment on the statement ‘Trees removal will increase water 
and air pollution’. 
 
Variable statement 
Educational attainment 
Certificate Diploma Undergraduate Postgraduate 
ct % ct % ct % ct % 
‘Trees removal will increase 
water and air pollution’ 
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Agree 
 
No opinion 
 
Disagree 
 
119 
 
20 
 
19 
75 
 
13 
 
12 
90 
 
4 
 
11 
85 
 
4 
 
11 
103 
 
11 
 
6 
86 
 
9 
 
5 
6 
 
0 
 
4 
60 
 
0 
 
40 
 
Throughout the sample, it was noted that whether the respondents were highly educated or less 
educated, their positive responses towards the statement ‘Trees removal will increase water and air 
pollution’, were very much the same. However, researchers who have examined subject’s characteristics 
and personal attributes such as education, age and occupation correlates of environmental concern suggest 
that individuals who express the most concern tend to be young and well-educated (Tognacci et. al., 1972; 
Buttel and Flinn, 1978).  
According to Md. Jahi (2001), in Malaysia, the environmental management programme should be 
integrated in the national education syllabus as it is the fundamental for creating environmental awareness 
among young children. A comprehensive environmental education should be introduced starting from the 
very young age to older generations, as it is precedent to inculcate Malaysian citizens with environmental 
consciousness. He also stressed out that, the basic roots of self-consciousness about environment should 
always come from the integration works of the state government and local authority, private 
organizations, the Non-governmental organizations (NGOs), mass media as well as the public. However, 
environmental awareness among these organizations alone cannot stand by its own without knowledge 
and strong environmental ethics (Md. Jahi, 2001).  
5. Conclusion  
Tree is highly regarded as beneficial aspect in human life. As trees are planted in urban area which is 
more likely act as cosmetic elements to beautify the area, urban trees are also of the main concern of 
urban dwellers when urban development collided with the agenda of tree planting. Even though Malaysia 
is prosper with bountiful trees of different species, retaining trees especially in urban areas is merely a 
new issue that slowly gain attention from urban dwellers. Awareness about tree retention and issues 
pertaining to urban development has also gained national interest from the Malaysian government.  Tree 
retention and urban development especially in the capital city of Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur, is highly 
regarded as a new issue in Malaysia.  
The issue received most attention from respondents’ individual characters such as ethnicity, 
educational attainment and age.  
As Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur is governed by City Hall of Kuala Lumpur, it is the 
responsibility of the administrator to emphasize a comprehensive planning and managing street trees 
planting within the jurisdiction areas by collaborating with private agencies and non-governmental 
organizations to better of street trees planting in urban area.  
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